16 October 2011 : Matthew 16 : 1-12  
    1 The Pharisees and Sadducees came to Jesus and tested him by asking him to show them a sign from heaven. 

    2 He replied, When evening comes, you say, 'It will be fair weather, for the sky is red,' 

    3 and in the morning, 'Today it will be stormy, for the sky is red and overcast.' You know how to interpret the appearance of the sky, but you cannot interpret the signs of the times. 

    4 A wicked and adulterous generation looks for a miraculous sign, but none will be given it except the sign of Jonah. Jesus then left them and went away. 

    5 When they went across the lake, the disciples forgot to take bread. 

    6 Be careful, Jesus said to them. Be on your guard against the yeast of the Pharisees and Sadducees. 

    7 They discussed this among themselves and said, It is because we didn't bring any bread. 

    8 Aware of their discussion, Jesus asked, You of little faith, why are you talking among yourselves about having no bread? 

    9 Do you still not understand? Don't you remember the five loaves for the five thousand, and how many basketfuls you gathered? 

    10 Or the seven loaves for the four thousand, and how many basketfuls you gathered? 

    11 How is it you don't understand that I was not talking to you about bread? But be on your guard against the yeast of the Pharisees and Sadducees. 

    12 Then they understood that he was not telling them to guard against the yeast used in bread, but against the teaching of the Pharisees and Sadducees.
SERMON

Since moving to the Borders – 20 years ago yesterday, to be precise – I’ve heard of all sorts of ways in which lifelong country people can read the signs of nature to predict the weather – the behaviour of birds, the profusion of autumn berries. I’ve no idea what scientific basis lies behind this, but it seems to be at least as accurate as the TV weather forecast! Which is a pity, because, usually, the predictions are gloomy ones!! 
It seems the Pharisees and Sadducees were familiar with similar traditions. Red sky at night, shepherd’s delight. Red in the morning, shepherd’s warning. I guess you’ve heard that wee saying, or something like it. And today we find Jesus having a right go at them because, no matter what skill they may have had as amateur meteorologists, they couldn’t read the signs to discern the spiritual climate. Signs of the times. 
There are quite a few reputable Christian leaders today who believe we’re approaching the end of the world as we know it, that events in the world are setting the stage for Jesus to come again soon. They point to Scriptural passages like Mark 13 which refer to wars and rumours of wars, nation rising against nation, earthquakes and famines, the restoration of the nation of Israel, and so on, to suggest that the end is indeed nigh. 
They may be right. I don’t know. I haven’t managed to get my head round all that yet, and I don’t think that’s what Jesus is speaking of in these verses. He’s having a pop at the religious leaders for looking for sign after sign after sign, when they already have quite enough evidence before them to prove the very point they don’t want to concede.

Namely, who Jesus is, the long-awaited Messiah, the anointed one of God. There are over 300 OT references to the coming of the Messiah, the Christ, all fulfilled in Jesus.
Peter and Paul LaLonde write of the fascinating similarities between Moses and Jesus. As infants, both their lives were threatened by evil kings, and both were supernaturally protected. Both spent their early years in Egypt. Both taught new truths from God. Both cured lepers and confronted demonic powers. Both had to contend with siblings who thought they’d lost it. Moses appointed 70 elders to rule Israel (Num. 11:16-17) ; Jesus appointed 70 disciples to teach the nations (Luke 10:1, 17). 
Moses lifted up the brass snake to heal all his people who had faith; Jesus was lifted up on the cross to heal all who would have faith in Him. In Deuteronomy 18, Moses says : The LORD your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among your own brothers. You must listen to him. If anyone does not listen to my words that the prophet speaks in my name, I myself will call him to account. You would have thought the Pharisees and Sadducees, the intellectual giants of their day, might have got it.

But they didn’t. Perhaps they didn’t want to. The real choker for them is the messianic prophecy in Isaiah 49.6 : It is too small a thing for you to be my servant to restore the tribes of Jacob and bring back those of Israel I have kept. I will also make you a light for the Gentiles, that you may bring my salvation to the ends of the earth. 
What the signs of the times pointed to was a new covenant age of grace, when God’s favour was no longer restricted to one nation, to be earned by their own law-keeping effort, even if that were possible. Now, through Jesus, God’s love was to be thrown open to the whole world by sheer grace – undeserved favour and blessing. The whole basis of man’s relationship with God would be restored to where it was always meant to be, the free and abundant gift of God, to be received humbly and gratefully by faith.
And the Old Testament prophets had looked forward to this day. They could see it was God’s good plan and they rejoiced in it. But it was too radical for the religious leaders. It shocked and offended them. So, v.4 says, Jesus left them and went away. How scary is that? Do you think Jesus wanted to abandon these guys in their wrong thinking? No! Jesus longed to embrace even the Pharisees and Sadducees. But they wouldn’t have it.
Are there any lessons in this for the church of today? Yes! I think we must learn to read the signs of the times. Beneath a wafer-thin veneer of sophistication, most people today live in fear. They are confused, insecure, lonely, unhappy with their routine little lives, dissatisfied with the trappings of earthly success – cars, houses, things. They’re longing for something – really, someone – to make sense of it all. And I’m afraid what they’re being served up, most of the time, is spiritual poison, albeit sugar-coated. 

There are, as the New Testament frequently predicted, many voices of false prophets, false shepherds, antichrists. Governments and media empires are desperately trying to sweep the true gospel of Jesus Christ under the carpet. They plead the human rights agenda – in other words, the licence to live like the devil himself and get away with it, and most of the denominational churches are too polite and well-mannered to object. 

But Jesus said we’re meant to be light amid the darkness, and salt amid the tasteless, Just to pat hurting, confused people on the head and say “I feel your pain” won’t cut it. That’s not how Jesus ministered. Yes, Jesus loves us so much that He accepts us just as we are, in all our mess, but He also loves us too much to leave us in the mess. Jesus came so we might enjoy new life in all its rich, overflowing abundance. You can’t do that if your life is a wreck. For some, the problem is their own wrong lifestyle choices. 

How do we address that? Remember John 1.16 : grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. Grace and truth can’t be separated. Grace embraces the sinner and releases forgiveness for the past. Truth convicts the sinner and releases power to change the future. The church, the body of Christ, has to proclaim both, grace and truth, two sides of the same salvation coin. In eg Galatians 5.19ff we see clearly that certain behaviour is against God’s Word – and that’s not because God is a miserable spoil-sport. 
It’s because God knows that when people do these things, someone gets hurt. That’s truth. We also need to be clear that God has made the power of His Holy Spirit freely available so we can overcome and not give in to these things. In Christ, we are bigger than any temptation the devil can throw at us, be it a seductive look from someone other than our spouse, or a slab of artery-clogging chocolate. That’s grace.
We need to be like Jesus and pass on to hurting, mixed-up people His grace and truth. We do not condemn you, but we do want to stand alongside you and, by the raising-from-the-dead power that Christ has entrusted to us, we’ll help you to sin no more. Isn’t that a more positive, more Biblical response, one that might get results? 

There are two things our society does not need from the church. Smug judgementalism that suppresses grace, and spineless me-tooism that suppresses truth. And although those types of poor spiritual leadership seem like polar opposites, they share the same root cause, one that Jesus goes on to address from v.5, unbelief. It’s unbelief that Jesus calls the yeast of the Pharisees and Sadducees. But although they had a masters degree in unbelief, for sure, it’s actually the 12 who get their ears roasted in these verses
What’s going on here? In context, this story comes hard on the heels of the feeding of the 4,000 in Matthew 15 and not long after the feeding of the 5,000 in the previous chapter. They should have seen enough of what Jesus could do NOT to worry just because they’d forgotten to take a lunch-box with them on this journey! They should have known that miraculous provision of food was a piece of cake [sorry] for Jesus! 

But I think we need to cut the disciples a lot of slack on this, because for most of us, most of the time, our mindset is exactly the same. And this applies to me too. It’s not that we don’t know the power of God. If you’ve been coming here any time at all, and paying any attention at all, you will have heard and read scriptures which tell of the Lord’s ability and willingness to change things. You will have heard me teach, many times, on 1 Peter 2.24 – by the wounds of Jesus, we have been healed – and we may well believe it … until a health problem gate-crashes our life and shakes our faith.
You’ve heard, many times, Proverbs 10.22 – The blessing of the LORD brings wealth, and he adds no trouble to it. Amen! until the credit card bills one month are greater than our income. Panic stations! You’ve heard, many times, Psalm 103.17 – the mercy and loving-kindness of the Lord are from everlasting to everlasting upon those who revere and worship Him, and His gift of righteousness extends to our children and their children. Amen! Till the phone rings and another family drama unfolds.
Let’s not mince words. Each and every one of us in this place who has any measure of faith at all will be personally and painfully aware of the tension between circumstance and scripture. We see the problem, we see the promise, but we don’t seem to be able to cross from one to the other. Let me give you an illustration that’s dear to my heart. 

See these carriages? That’s us. Here we are at Problem Junction – sick, broke, busted, disgusted. But we don’t want to be there. We want to get to Victory Central – healthy, prosperous, victorious, joyful. God sends us this grand locomotive called faith. Faith begins where the will of God is known. Faith is based on what we know from the Word. If our problem is disease, the locomotive of faith is that by His wounds we have been healed. If our problem is that we’re struggling to pay our bills, the locomotive of faith is that God shall supply all our needs through His glorious riches in Christ Jesus. 

The locomotive of faith will pull us from Problem Junction to Victory Central. Or at least it would if the devil didn’t send along this locomotive called unbelief. Thoughts like : I know what the Bible says, BUT … Mrs So-and-so had these symptoms and she was on her back for six months and then died. My mate at work got prayed for but he was in a house church and the Church of Scotland doesn’t believe in healing. 

I know what the Bible says, BUT … they’re talking about redundancies at work, the car’s making funny noises and that’ll cost an arm and a leg, they say money talks but all it ever says to me is goodbye, sucker. Anyone recognise those thoughts? Anything that casts doubt on the integrity of God’s promises in His Word is unbelief, and if that locomotive gets on the other end of the train, we’re in trouble. With faith pulling one way, and unbelief the other, we’ll get nowhere fast. Much noise, smoke, discomfort and tension, but no progress. Stuck, fed up and frustrated, at Problem Junction. 

As we read in James 1, a double-minded person, the one with locomotives pulling his brain in different directions, will receive nothing from the Lord. Why? Because God doesn’t love us, or care for us? No. It’s because the devil, who is a thief, comes only to steal, kill and destroy. His ability to trash our lives is in stealing, killing and destroying our confidence in the love of God through unbelief. We need to detach this locomotive called unbelief and – much as it pains me to say so – send it to the scrapyard. 
The root of unbelief is that if the devil can get us to doubt our righteousness, our right standing with God in Jesus, he can defeat us. When trouble comes, and the devil will post it, phone it, e-mail it, turn up on our doorstep with it, dump it in our ears, before our eyes and in our heads – not if, but when trouble comes, we need to go right back to Jesus and give thanks for His grace and truth. First thing we must do is to remember who and what we are – children of God, made righteous by the blood of Christ.

That we are bound for heaven and not hell isn’t because we are good but because Jesus is, and when God looks at us, He sees Jesus. It’s a gift, from start to finish – Ephesians 2.8. And if that ultimate expression of salvation is all down to who Jesus is, and what Jesus did, the same is true of health, prosperity or born-again spirit-filled families. 
Because of Jesus, God sees us as righteous. We are His children. Everything He has, is ours by grace. Romans 8.32, The Message : If God didn't hesitate to put everything on the line for us, embracing our condition and exposing himself to the worst by sending his own Son, is there anything else he wouldn't gladly and freely do for us? 
What do you need God to do for you today? Health problem? Financial? Relationship? Addiction? Remember who Jesus is, and remember that, as a believer, God looks at you exactly the same way He looks at Jesus. Two translations of 1 John 4.17 : our standing in the world is identical with Christ. We live like Jesus here in this world Receive His promises, that address our problems, and let Him fulfil them in our lives. Whatever we see the Lord do in the Bible for someone else, He will do for us – if only we get the engine of unbelief off the train and have faith in His promise to do it.
